Sex hormone-binding globulin and thyroxine-binding globulin levels in premature thelarche.
Premature thelarche is defined as the isolated development of breast tissue in girls less than 8 years of age. Although breast development is an estrogen-dependent process, these girls do not have elevated serum estrogen levels, and the hormonal basis for their condition is unclear. We studied the levels of two estrogen-dependent transport proteins, sex hormone-binding globulin (SHBG) and thyroxine-binding globulin (TBG), in order to determine if there was evidence for a more subtle estrogen effect in girls with premature thelarche. SHBG levels in girls with premature thelarche were not significantly different from those of prepubertal girls of the same ages and were significantly lower than those in girls undergoing pubertal development at the appropriate age (P less than 0.05) and in normal women (P less than 0.001). There was no statistically significant difference in TBG levels between the girls with premature thelarche and prepubertal controls. There was also no significant difference in TBG levels between prepubertal girls and girls in early puberty. In contrast, women had TBG levels that were significantly lower than those in all girls studied. We conclude that the estrogen exposure (whether endogenous or exogenous) of girls with premature thelarche is less than that of girls in early true puberty and similar to that of other prepubertal girls. Further, changes in serum TBG are not as sensitive an indicator of estrogen effect as is breast development or changes in SHBG. This study also suggests that large amounts of exogenous estrogens are not an element in the development of premature thelarche.